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EAST TEXAS COLLOQUY
by ARcHIE P. McDONALD
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The past few months have been marked b). the publication of several
volumes relative to the history and general story of East Texas development. Those to be considered in the foUowing paragraphs have little in
common beyond their geographic setting and the personalities of their subjects. Two relate to early colonial days with a heavy emphasis on Louisiana
origins, two deal with Revolutionary and Republican days, and three treat
the Big Thicket in its historical, mythological, and biological aspects.
The first of Ule above is Trail 01 the Bowie Knife by Sam Mims. Mr. Mims
has also authored Chennault of the Flying Tiger., and more relative to this
area, Trail 01 the PMk Peddler, a short biography of Julien Poydras, and
Trail to a Pot 01 Gold. The three Trail monographs, along with two other
proposed companion volumes, are ultimately to be commonly bound as a set.
Only the volume on the Bowie Knife was available for review. It was published by the Guardian-Journal Press of Bomer, Louisiana, and is sixty-four
pages in length. Its principal project is to correct the dark legends that
are associated with Bowie's name and to perpetuate Ulose legends that are
virtuous and happy. Author Mims faithfully records the numerous duels in
which James Bowie earned his reputation as a "gut" fighter, and he does
not gloss the illegal slave trading enterprises in which his hero engaged.
His story of Bowie's acquisition of the faithful Mose is, if unrealistically
presented, at least informative. Of greater significance is his story of the
entire Bowie family and the parts they all played in the origin of the celebrated weapon which bears their name. The elder Rezin helped, the junior
Rezin Pleasant furthered the project, and the knife was produced by an
enslaved smithy named Bob Snowden. James seems to have had little to do
with it. Among Mim's interesting corrections are the following. The knife
was not made from some mystic metal, but in fact came from an old file,
and it was constructed for the purpose of butchering hogs, not men. The
ultimate destination of the original knife, which was never the property of
James Bowie but of his brother Renn Pleasant, was the bottom of Bayou
Pierre. It was lost there by John Taylor Moore, husband of Elve Bowie,
Rezin's daughter, who had acquired it from her father. If this is true, it
refutes virtuaJly all other accounts of the knife's nativity, most of which
credit James Bowie with its design and initial use. Of even greater significance was the family's attempt to introduce steam as a source of power
for sugar mills. There are some errors, as for instance, "General" Travis
was never more than a Colonel, and 'IColonel" Bowie's commission was not
in the Regular Army. But this is interesting reading for those who like a
popular presentation of history, and its genealogical information on the
Bowie falnily will make it doubly interesting to those who hunt the heads
of the past.
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Frederic Gaillardet's Sketches 01 Early Texas and Louisiana is the second
book dealing with the early years of East Texas. Gaillardet was a French
writer of the romantic school who enjoyed some success as a dramatist in
the Paris theaters and even more success as a correspondent and newspaper
publisher and writer. The present volume, consisting of translations of several of his dispatches originally printed in the Journal des Debats, the Conatitutionnel, the Courier des Etats-Unis, and his memoi.rs, entitled £tAriato--cratie en Amerique, was published by the University of Texas Press. The
translator, James L. Shepherd, III, who is professor of French at Baylor
University, bas also provided a suitable biographical introduction on Gaillardet. Shepherd suggests that historians of the Southwest have missed a
valuable source in so long ignoring the writings of this man who was a
"Texian in my heart," presumably because they were in a foreign tongue
and printed in inaccessible newspapers. Among the more interesting personal
disclosures about Gaillardet is the detailed account of his feud with Alexander Dumas over the authorship of a play, La Tour de Neale. He also suggests that France was an especial friend of the Texas Republic, and that
Gaillardet was instrumental in securing that friendship. The volume begins
with dispatches from Texas to France published originally in June, 1839.
This is followed by five longer articles, originally dispatches to President
M. B. Lamar, which were subsequently printed in the Coumer des Etats-Unu,
GailJardet French-language newspaper in New York. The subsequent articles
are concerned with Louisiana, and an especially interesting one deals with
Pierre Soule and the Ostend Manifesto. In it Caillardet defends Soule's
actions. The Texas material is fai.rly well separated from the Louisiana
materials. but the aim. says the editor, was to supply a valuable book for
the general reader. not the state specialist. He believes that none of the
chapters has appeared previously in print.
Gaillardet·s comments on Texas are incisive and interesting, although his
association has clearly been with the leadership of both areas, and is to
that degree limited. The following lines may interest the East Texan and
serve as an example of his writing style: liThe forests which Texas possesses are usually located on river banks. More than in any other part of
America one finds there those secular giants precious for ship building when
their timber has been hardened by the elements. Forests of future masts
rise up to the sky as they await the axe of the Americans, who so far left
them untouched."
The contemporary account of a bonafide early Texan is also available by
virtue of a recent reprint. The Rio Grande Press. located, despite its name,
in Chicago, has reproduced Anson Jones's private memoirs, his memoranda
on the induction of Texas into the Union, and a large segment of his correspondence. The official tiUe, Memoranda and Official COT1"espondence Relating to The Republic 01 Texas, Its History and Annexation, 1836 to 1846,
sums these contents. but even so it can only suggest the scope and value of
Ole 736 pages it introduces. Jones was a central and moving figure in all that
deals with Texas during its later colonial, republican, and early statehood
years, and his testimony is terrifically valuable. Yet his literary voice has
been muted for over a century because of the circumstances surrounding his
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writing, the troubled times of the American Civil War, and an apparent
problem of distribution of those few books that were printed. The addition
of his correspondence to the previously printed materials is a Godsend, for
they amplify what he suggests, and explain where he has been unclear. To
be sure it is Jones's story, the story of a political figure who had things
to forget and things for which he wished to be remembered. But it is an
interesting story, and it helps to understand the period of the Republic. Since
the correspondence of the other Texas presidents has long been available,
this completes a valuable trilogy.
The present volume contains an introduction oby Governor John ConnaUy, a
personable segment entitled U About This Book ..." written by Robert B.
McCoy, president of the Rio Grande Press, and an especiaUy good introduction by former Texas State Archivist James Day. Day's brief biography of
Jones is both tasteful and informative, and his telling of the saga of Jones'
book is good. McCoy's summary of the book is however, the best: IIBut there
is nothing objective about this book; it is profoundly alive and revealing.
President Jones wrote it from his heart, and from his pen emerges the picture and personality of not only the great men of Texas history, but of
Anson Jones himself. When the final page is read, the last President of
Texas is no longer a name-he is a real man ..." Excellent additions are
fold out reproductions of Jones' handwritten message to the House and
Senate on Texas' annexation, and a beautiful map of Texas made in 1844
by Colonel J. J. Abert of the Topographical Engineers. The cost----$25.00may prove prohibitive to aU save collectors and libraries, but this is a
valuable book for both to acquire.
Another memoir partially dealing with the early period of Texas history
is Ann Crawford's edition of The Eagle, The Autobiography of Santa An.na,
published by the Pemberton Press in Austin in 1967. Miss Crawford both
edited and translated Santa Anna's handwritten manuscript from the original deposited in the University of Texas Library. She made no effort to
correct his errors of fact in the text, although notes appear at the end
which attempt to set aright the more glaring inconsistences. This represents
the first publication of Santa Anna's memoirs in English, the only previous
publication being in Spanish in 1906, and both the year and the language
make it generally inconvenient for most American historians.
Just how much Santa Anna has to tell about his career, at least for the
serious historian, is axiomatic. He is the central figure of his nation during
at least half of the nineteenth century, and the principal Mexican antagonist
for both the Texas revolutionaries in the 1830's and the United States during
the military conflict of 1846-47. Yet he was much more than that to Mexico.
He served no less than eleven times as Mexico's chief executive and he
commanded her armies for fifty years. His rise and fall On numerous occasions is illustrative of the turbulent politics of his nation and his times, and
his survival is testimony to more than the benevolence of his alternating
victories. One cannot help but be reminded when reading the memoirs of
the uNapoleon of the West" of that other Napoleon who spent his last years
defending his public career with the written word. Santa Anna's introduction
begs for judgment on the basis of truth, to be remembered for his accom-
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plishments. The writing, he claims, will not be polished because it is that
of a soldier. He urges the reader to accept the fact that what he has done
has been done for Mexico. "No desire for glory guides my unpracticed pen!
My only desire is to leave to my fellow countrymen and to my heirs a faithful
account of my public life," If one reads only Santa Anna, this much is
accomplished. These memoirs are subject to the same critical tests of all
such historical writings, and it must be remembered that whatever his protestation to truth, Santa Anna was writing after the fact to justify his
actions. A series of excellent photographs and illustrations from the John H.
Jenkins Collection add measurably to the text.
Finally, three excellent monographs have recently appeared which deal
in whole or in part with that area of East Texas known as the Big Thicket.
They are Francis E. Abernethy, Tales From the Big Thicket, published by
the University of Texas Press, The B1'g Thicket of East Texas, Its History,
Location and Description, written by Claude A. McLeod and published by
the Sam Houston Press, and William O. Douglas' Farewell to Texas, A
Vanishing Wilderness. All have been written from a distinctive point of
view. McLeod's brief pamphlet, despite its imposing title, is largely a biological tract dealing with the kinds of flora found in tile Thicket. A beautifuJ
map illustrates the forest divisions and the kinds of timber most prevalent
in the various regions of the Thicket. Those sections dealing with man are
largely devoted to his improvements, including railroads and lumber extractions. A glossary is most helpful in converting some of the technical jargon
into layman's vocabulary, and a chart of indigenous flora giving the common
and botanical name is most usefuJ. McLeod's view of the Thicket is clearly
that of the scientist who appreciates a good field laboratory when he finds it.
Douglas takes a related if specialized view. His is that of the conservationist who laments the 50 acres a day lost from the Thicket to Civilization.
His is the spirit that is wounded by the "vandals" who poison hardwood to
cultivate the pine, who battle efforts to preserve the wilderness because this
will alter or harness their way of life, who kill rare wildlife because it is
rare, who, in short, fail to appreciate the aesthetic beauties of the Thicket
as he does. Douglas' view is limited by his preconceptions and by the fact
that he obviously made but few trips to the Thicket and those under the
watchful eye of men who were aware of the power of his pen and wished
to use it to grind their well meaning axe. Yet his muckraking views are to
be applauded. His reports of poaching and irresponsible destruction are true;
his itinerary, if guided and limited, was an adequate introduction to the
Thicket wilderness, and wilderness is something that Douglas is familiar
with. His report of Senator Ralph Yarborough's bill to make the Thicket a
National Forest is heartening in its intent if disheartening in its glacial
pace. Farewell to Texas deals with much more than the Thicket. He is aware
of the Ababs from over the entire state, and his writing style, if often
shallow and stilted, is sufficient to denounce them and to support his naturalist's views. To him, the Thicket is surely wildemess and is appreciated for
what it is.
For Francis E. Abernethy the Big Thicket is PEOPLE, and the selections
in his anthology reveal his viewpoint. When his authors discuss trees, it is
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in board feet, animals in terms of the bunt, and minerals in view of man's
use and abuse. The editor contributed an excellent introduction to the volume
and to each of the selections, and he reserved the last chapter concerning
the ethereal Saratoga Light for his own pen.
Abernethy's views on the Thicket, while appreciative of its natural and
wilderness quality, ignore those aspects in favor of the effect that they had
on the people who inhabited them, who lived with, coped with, and mostly
prevailed against them. "I guess the Big Thicket is as much a product of
the imagination and wishful thinking as it is a geographical area. It represents the Great Unknown to the mind cluttered with trade names in a
society labeled and categorized. It is a happy hunting ground for the mind,
and in man's fancy the cool green womb to which he can retreat from the
hot panic of concrete and glass in the industrialized brick jungles we call
cities. It is the individual's final fortress against civilization." To continue
this line, liis discussion on snakes leads to the point that ljthey are good for
the jump effect" on those who see them. His Thicket is the area inhabited by
settlers and !fnot aU of these ... were going there because they liked mosquitoes" i of mysterious mad men, of serious discussions about whether a
panther screams like a frightened woman. There are some hilarious episodes here of rural humor, as well as the tragedy of backward people who
resist all efforts to correct their backwardness. There are many heroes in
Abernethy's book, including the 89 iUustrations that grace its pages. But by
far and way the best is his summation of the people of tl1e Thicket and the
world which concludes his story of the Saratoga Light and the Book: "The
romantics and the tale spinners in the Big Thicket probably know a lot
more stories about the Light than these. And there'll probably be a lot more
tales circulating before it's all over, because as long as there's a Light,
there'll be people looking at it and trying to figure it out. A lot of folks
will lose a night's worth of T.V. and some sleep just to go there and prove
the Light isn't so, and all the time they'll be hoping that it is. Then they'll
put it through all the tests, dead set on showing that there is a physicochemical explanation, and aU the time they'll be secretly hoping tl1at they'll
fail. In the middle of a Thicket full of miracles they'll run up and down the
road hollering lilt's a fake," and all the time they're meaning, "Give me a
sign." Because if they can believe in the supernatural of a Big Thicket
Ghost, then they can more easily accept the mystery of tl1e Holy Ghostand life will add another dimension."
(He can talk their language.)

